You might think that good salaries and generous funding would be enough to ensure the future of a research system. Yet, in Germany many young scientists may be forced to take jobs abroad rather than make a career here, and few non-Germans consider jobs here. So what's the problem?
Young German scientists progress through their undergraduate, PhD and postdoctoral years in much the same way as those in other wealthy countries. Then the trouble startsand it's the same for Germans returning from postdoctoral positions overseas as for foreigners contemplating jobs here. The problem is, there's a rigidity in the German career system that makes it very hard for young scientists to progress through from postdoc to tenured position. It's true, there are excellent group leader positions, which come with salaries, space, consumables, and no administrative hassle for five years -the snag is, these are strictly limited to five years. With luck, there might be a suitable professorship vacant at the moment you run out of time but if not, or if you need just a bit more time to write-up papers before applying for a job, there is no flexibility.
The obvious solution would be to cultivate homegrown talent by means of promoting successful group leaders within their own institution -but it's not that simple. The song and dance that has to be performed to promote a group leader to a C3 (associate level) professorship (should such a position be available), or indeed a C3 to a C4 (full) professor, is another German speciality. Indeed, such a move is formally impossiblea rule introduced to counteract nepotism and favouritism. Such promotions can, in fact, be made if the candidate has an offer from another university. But, having got such an offer, many inevitably move and are lost to their institutions.
So why not just hire the best postdocs directly as C3 professors? There are two blocks to this. Perhaps the best known of these is the sacred cow, the 'Habilitation' qualification, which is meant to ensure that candidates have proved their ability to do independent research and to teach before they can be hired as professors. Fortunately, discussions are now under way to abolish the Habilitation. The second problem is that professors in Germany are immediately given tenure. This means that a faculty, especially a small one, cannot afford to offer positions to postdocs who have not yet proved their ability to run a lab. This is probably the greatest single block to recruiting young scientists.
Immediate tenure is the biggest single barrier to recruiting young scientists in Germany
The good news is that there is a clear wish to change things. When we tried a few years ago to introduce a tenure-track professorship at the Institute of Genetics, the faculty, the dean, the rector and the chancellor of the university, and even the Ministry of Science (which is ultimately responsible for employing professors), enthusiastically endorsed this plan, encouraging us to hire very young and promising scientists without Habilitation. Infuriatingly, the university's legal advisors killed the plan, suspecting us of wanting to exploit the new professor to do our nasty admininistrative duties for us, and then kick him or her out after five years. Perhaps they were drawing conclusions from the practices in their own department; for us it meant still no tenure-track -but we'll try again.
Isn't everyone fed up with this? Many scientists are, and are working to change things, but it is slow work. Not only the formalities but also organisational structures will have to change. There are still some large departments and institutes with rigid hierarchies. Worse, in many of these it is still customary for the directors to put their names on every paper, even if the research was done in the lab of an 'independent' group leader. This strikes at the core of the independence of young scientists, and confirms the suspicions of those who feel the German system is too hierarchical.
Sometimes, those pushing for change might rightly despair. A famous expatriate German cell biologist considering returning to a Max Planck directorship in Germany, proposed having an institute with many small groups rather than a few large groups, and was met with the reply from his prospective colleagues: "Well, you can run a small group if you wish."
But these dinosaurs will die out. Probably the best chance of major improvements will be when people with a strong will to change things set up new institutes, rather than try to change old ones. That's what happened when our institute was founded by Max Delbrück returning briefly to Germany from California 30 years ago; that's how the Biozentrum in Basel (OK, not quite Germany) and the ZMBH in Heidelberg became what they are, and that's what is happening at the new Cell Biology Max Planck Institute in Dresden. There is certainly the will for change in Germany, and there are these and many other remarkable examples of how science can, and should, be done.
